
As a way of introducing herself, I asked
Kathy to tell us a bit about her
background and where she’s come
from. Kathy described herself as
someone who has worked continuously
in the automotive and insurance
industries for over 15 years. Both are
sectors that she really enjoys. She
began her career directly
from university and
worked in several
large organisations,
including Allianz
and Toyota

Insurance, prior to joining the Victorian
Automotive Chamber of Commerce
(VACC).

Australian born of Macedonian
descent, Kathy is proud of her heritage,
which she also shares with her husband
Robert, as both their parents
immigrated from Macedonia in the

1970s and 1980s. “Robert and 
I were blessed to grow up

in loving and caring
families, which to

this day are still
by our side. 

I have had the values of respect, courage,
compassion, and resilience instilled within
me from a young age.” Kathy has been
happily married for 14 years and she and
Robert have a daughter, Kassandra, and
a son, Ruben. “My entire family has been
behind me since day one and they
continue to encourage me to pursue my
dreams, notwithstanding cultural
expectations. I would not be here today 
if not for their support.” 

Kathy sees her role at VACC as 
a great opportunity to utilise her
automotive and insurance experience 
as well as her formal education to
advocate on behalf of specific
automotive industry sectors. She is
eager to encourage and drive
regulatory and legislative change to
achieve desired industry outcomes,
while at the same time educating
members on possible impacts and
supporting them with their specific
needs. “Over the years, VACC has
developed to incorporate all aspects of
the automotive industry and provides
key business support services for over
5,000 members. Having a strong
industry background, I can hit the
ground running and make an immediate
contribution to the Industry Policy team,
our members, and the industry.” 

The above-mentioned formal
education includes: a Diploma in
General Insurance (Senior Associate)
with ANZIIF and a Bachelor of
Business in Marketing and
International Trade from Victoria
University. More recently, she studied 
a Master of Laws – Juris Doctor full
time at Monash University whilst also
working full time. This suite of
qualifications really enhances her 
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15 years of industry experience.
We turned our attention to Kathy’s

insurance background, and I asked her
if she feels like she’s joined the other
side. “The reality is that body repairers
are predominately small businesses
who have had it tough over the years
as they contend with national insurance
organisations that continue to expand.
Insurers in Australia are complex,
mostly listed companies whose primary
objective is to provide a return to their
shareholders, which is not always
consistent with the needs of their
customers or our members.” Kathy says
she has seen firsthand the imbalance of
power between repairers and insurers
grow to the point where she believes it
is unhealthy for the industry, although
she acknowledges that body repairers
receive the bulk of their work through
insurers. “At the heart of the
relationship is the vehicle owner who
needs – and expects – that their vehicle
is repaired properly and safely. The
systemic issue is the imbalance of
power between the insurer and the
repairer, although it is clear that there
are positive relationships, albeit limited,
that exist between assessors, insurers
and repairers on the front line.”

Kathy firmly believes there is a
great opportunity to address some of
the wider industry concerns and further
develop better working relationships
between repairers and insurers. “It is
possible to form healthier, stronger, and
more sustainable relationships with
repairers and insurers that are
financially and operationally
appropriate. I acknowledge that the
onus is on both the repairers and
insurers to determine what sort of
business model works best for them,
and my belief is that both parties really
do want to work with each another
cooperatively and provide the best
outcomes for the consumer.” 

So, with the key challenge
identified, I asked Kathy if her
insurance experience will bring a new
perspective to VACC. She is keen to
point out that her experience includes
investigating various issues in the
sector, raising awareness, and working
with various stakeholders to make
recommended changes. Her role as

Industry Policy Advisor drives
improvements in the division and
across the automotive industry as a
whole and leads to better outcomes
for customers and members.

Kathy believes that upcoming
amendments to various pieces of
legislation affecting the industry, such as
matters related to unfair contract terms,
should positively restore some of the
power imbalance. However, the issue,
which is rarely discussed, needs to be
addressed. “Coming from the insurer side,
I have seen firsthand the raft of legislation
that insurers are required to adhere to
when managing an insurance claim, in
which the repairer plays a key part. If
insurers do as the legislation requires,
both the repairers and insurers will be
better off – it is a win-win situation. Taking
a more conciliatory approach to many
issues is required if we are to start to
address the decades-old systemic issues.”

The Australian Financial Complaints
Authority (AFCA), with which Kathy has
had many dealings as a dispute
resolution manager, sees a variety of
complaints from consumers, insurers
and repairers on matters relating to the
automotive industry. “AFCA has the
power and processes to identify the
appropriate response to these key

issues and I am hopeful it will not be
long before it addresses the root cause
of the issues and questions behaviours
and processes behind the issues.” 

Returning to getting to know more
about Kathy, I asked her about her
greatest achievement as a professional
businesswoman, and she was quick to
point to her inherent entrepreneurship.
“I created my own pathway many years
ago and stood my ground in many
difficult and confronting professional
situations. I stand up for what I believe
is right and become a voice for many
that cannot. I did not get to where I am
today in the traditional sense. I had to
work hard from a very young age,
studied in my early twenties, had my
own family while still very young, and
more recently returned to study to
ultimately get to where I am now.”

Kathy also points out that she has
listened to her mentors throughout the
journey and respected the people who
have gone before her. She also said that
when working in large organisations it
can sometimes seem like you have no
voice. However, she always took a
creative, innovative approach, and took
risks that others would not. “I am proud
of that, and it has made me the person 
I am today. I have been queried and
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looked down on by some who
stereotype a particular woman into a
particular category and/or for coming
from a certain cultural background.
However, I have never let it affect me.”

Interestingly, she says that regardless
of how someone defines you, becoming
successful is not easy, so you must be
prepared to do the hard yards – even
after you have learned the skills. “The
automotive industry is facing both
enormous challenges and enormous
opportunities. The right leadership is
critical. I am honoured to be able to work
in this industry and I am prepared to step
up and face the challenges head on.”

Having spent her first three months
getting to know the organisation, we
discussed what the immediate future
holds for the Body Repair Division, and
Kathy was eager to highlight the
optimism within the industry. “The
VACC Body Repair Division has a range
of actions to address the challenges our
members face, actions that are
primarily focused on generating a fairer
business environment for repairers,
particularly where they are in dispute
with insurance companies. Work is also
being undertaken by VACC’s national
advocate, the Motor Trades Association
of Australia (MTAA), and together they
have achieved great strides with
important reforms in small business
contract law, collective bargaining and
the industry code of conduct, much of
which will come to fruition this year.”

VACC CEO Geoff Gwilym added:
“Kathy will bring a different dimension
to this policy role, particularly given
her experience in the insurance
industry and her learnings in law.
Whilst VACC needs to continue to
assist members in their daily
conversations with insurers, we also
need to focus on the broader systemic
issues in the repairer–insurer
relationship. As the industry changes
rapidly, we need to ensure body
repairers are not separated or
marginalised by market forces over
which they have little control. The
repairer/insurer pendulum needs to
work effectively for all parties, including
the owner of the vehicle. I have every
confidence that Kathy will drive change
and will help create a fairer business

environment for body repairers.”
Kathy has met many inspirational

professionals, colleagues and friends on
her journey, all of whom have added
something to the person she is today.
However, she says that she would not be
who or where she is today without the
encouragement of her husband and
children who have inspired her to be the
best person that she can be. She is self-
motivated, driven, and loves taking on
challenges and solving problems. 
“I believe anything is possible and I am
really driven to prove it. Also, it is
important to know what you want as it is
much easier to achieve your goals when
you know exactly where you are going.
Plan your strategy based on your goals
(personal and professional) and have the
confidence to speak up. Be your own
best advocate and promoter.”

So, what advice would Kathy give
young women considering a career in
our industry? “I think we have a real
challenge – and an opportunity – when
it comes to attracting and retaining the
next generation to our profession. As an
industry, we have often been
misunderstood. However, with the
advent of hybrid and electric vehicles
and forward-looking leaders, it really is 
a brave new world. We do need to work
to change the face of the industry to
enhance our attractiveness to younger
people looking to enter the workplace.
The industry provides great
opportunities and enormous benefits 
to society and it is also filled with good,
honourable people.”

I asked Kathy where she sees the main
opportunities for women in the automotive
sector, and again she was upbeat. “The
achievements and contributions of women
in the industry have been, and continue to
be, significant. There are women who lead
their own automotive businesses, work in
family-run operations, are professional
tradespeople and technical advisors,
drivers, administrators and salespeople. 
I truly believe there are a whole raft of
opportunities for women with a passion 
for our industry.”

Kathy added that, in so many ways
women and their achievements go
unseen, primarily because automotive is
still predominantly a male industry. “The
VACC’s special interest group, Women
in Automotive (WinA) is on a mission to
address the “unconscious bias” that has
created this gender imbalance and is
constantly working to support and raise
the profile of the many women working
across the industry.”

We are all too painfully aware that
there is a shortage of technicians in
our industry, and Kathy is keen to
encourage everyone, including women,
to consider a career in the automotive
industry as it is an exciting and fast-
paced industry that provides a wide
variety of career opportunities.

In closing, Kathy said: “I have been in
the industry for over 15 years, and it’s
never been more exciting. The
accelerating rate of change in technology,
which can initially be overwhelming, is
actually a huge opportunity. Make no
mistake – this is our time!”

Kathy with husband Robert, son Ruben and daughter Kassandra.
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